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Introduction 
This report is a summary of Montana residents’ perceptions concerning visitors’ behavior prior to and 
during the summer of the 2020 pandemic. Data were collected from October 1st to November 7th of 
2020. As a result of the pandemic, the number of people participating in outdoor recreation in certain 
parts of the country has increased significantly, with surrounding national parks like Yellowstone and 
Glacier experiencing record visitation counts throughout the summer and fall. The pandemic has 
dramatically changed travel and tourism patterns in the state, with visitors flocking to Montana to enjoy 
the wide expanse of recreational opportunities. Anecdotal evidence from tourism partners suggested 
that visitors to the state were different this year, and residents appeared less enthusiastic about them 
being in Montana. This study was conducted to determine if residents’ perceptions about visitors’ 
behaviors have changed when comparing the summer of 2020 to years past.  
    
Purpose 
The main purpose of this study was to assess Montanans’ perceptions regarding visitors to the state and 
their behavior this summer compared to years prior. As a state that is economically dependent upon 
tourism, particularly during a time where nonresident visitation may be perceived as a threat to 
personal safety, there was also a desire to understand these perceptions in the midst of changing travel 
and recreation patterns as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
Methods 
Data were collected by trained surveyors who asked questions to Montanans as they filled up their 
vehicle with fuel at gas stations or when they stopped at rest areas around the state. ITRR has 
permission from over 100 gas stations across the state to talk to residents during the time it takes them 
to fill their tank. From October 1st to November 7th  2020, any Montanan who stopped at gas stations or 
rest areas had an opportunity to be surveyed about their attitudes regarding visitor behavior in 
Montana.  The respondent data were weighted by the county of residence and gender from the US 
Census, thus providing a representative sample reflecting the geographic population and gender of the 
state. 
 
Survey design 
The survey was designed by ITRR personnel and loaded on iPads for eight surveyors located around the 
state. The survey was short by design (due to the amount of time available) with only 11 questions. Five 
questions addressed residents’ attitudes and perceptions regarding visitors’ behavior during the 
summer of 2020, followed by four similar questions pertaining to visitors’ behavior in years past. See 
appendix A for survey questions.  
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Limitations 
This study was limited to Montana residents 18 and older who either drove or were a passenger in a 
vehicle.  During this COVID-19 data collection time period, the study was limited to surveyors who were 
willing and comfortable approaching individuals while wearing a mask and staying 6 feet away from the 
respondent.  
Response rate 
The response rate was 89%, with 1,516 Montana residents responding to the survey while 179 refused 
to participate.  
Results 
Respondent ages ranged from 18-86, with an average age of 47.74 years.  For this study, the gender of 
respondents was 55% male and 45% female. The number of respondents by age category is shown in 
Table 1, the gender breakdown is shown in Table 2.  
     
Table 1: Percent of Respondents by Age 
 2020 N % 
Average age of 
respondent = 47.74 
years old  
18-24 88 6% 
25-34 262 18% 
35-44 305 20% 
45-54 256 17% 
55-64 332 22% 
65-74 217 15% 
75+ 32 2% 
Total 1492 100% 
 
Table 2: Percent of Respondents by Gender 
 2020 N % 
Gender 
Male 827 55% 
Female 688 45% 
Total 1515 100% 
 
Residents were asked how they would assess the general or overall behavior of visitors to Montana for 
the summer of 2020. On a scale of 1 to 10, with one serving as the most negative response and ten 
serving as the most positive, residents were given a series of behaviors in which to comment.  The 
majority of respondents found visitors during the summer of 2020 to be fairly polite, with 70% selecting 
either a six or higher producing a mean of 6.71. However, when comparing the same scale to residents’ 
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perceptions of visitors’ behavior prior to 2020, 82% selected either a six or higher, producing a mean of 
7.17. Displayed below in Table 3 is a comparative breakdown of responses concerning behavior from 
2020 to years past. In Figure 1 we can see that while perceptions are still positive, they are currently 
lower than in years prior. 
 
Table 3: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior - Rude to Polite 
    
2020 
(N) 
2020 
(%) 
Prior to 
2020 (N) 
Prior to 
2020 (%) 
How would you assess 
the general or overall 
behavior of visitors to 
Montana? Where on the 
spectrum of 1 to 10 did 
you find them... 
1 (Rude) 23 2% 7 1% 
2 17 1% 8 1% 
3 63 5% 28 2% 
4 58 4% 35 3% 
5 247 18% 156 12% 
6 162 12% 158 12% 
7 235 17% 280 21% 
8 294 22% 431 32% 
9 122 9% 100 8% 
10 (Polite) 129 10% 126 9% 
Total 1350 100% 1329 100% 
    Mean = 6.71 Mean = 7.17 
 
 
Figure 1: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior - Rude to Polite 
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The slight majority of respondents found visitors during the summer of 2020 to be somewhat patient 
(when looking at impatient to patient), with 54% selecting either a six or higher producing a mean of 
5.90. However, when comparing the same scale to residents’ perceptions of visitors’ behavior prior to 
2020, 68% selected either a six or higher, producing a mean of 6.53. Displayed below in Table 4 is a 
comparative breakdown of responses concerning behavior from 2020 to years past. Similar to Figure 1, 
in Figure 2 we can see that while perceptions are still positive, they are currently lower than in years 
prior. 
 
Table 4: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior - Impatient to Patient 
  
2020 
(N) 
2020 
(%) 
Prior to 
2020 (N) 
Prior to 
2020 (%) 
How would you assess 
the general or overall 
behavior of visitors to 
Montana? Where on the 
spectrum of 1 to 10 did 
you find them... 
1 (Impatient) 28 2% 12 1% 
2 59 4% 18 1% 
3 118 9% 49 4% 
4 137 10% 52 4% 
5 269 20% 294 22% 
6 153 12% 202 15% 
7 226 17% 267 20% 
8 183 14% 241 18% 
9 46 3% 68 5% 
10 (Patient) 104 8% 106 8% 
Total 1323 100% 1309 100% 
    Mean = 5.90 Mean = 6.53 
 
Figure 2: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior - Impatient to Patient 
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With respect to visitors’ environmental responsibility, residents reported similar assessments when comparing 2020 to 
years past. For the summer of 2020, residents reported a mean of 5.44 with the highest percentage of respondents 
(22%) selecting the mid-scale response of five. Similarly, residents reported a mean of 5.57 with respect to 
environmental behavior from years past. Displayed below in Table 5 is a comparative breakdown of responses 
concerning visitors’ environmental responsibility. Figure 3 presents a graphical comparison of the environmental 
responsibility data. 
 
Table 5: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior – Environmental Responsibility 
  
2020 
(N) 
2020 
(%) 
Prior to 
2020 
(N) 
Prior to 
2020 
(%) 
How would you assess 
the general or overall 
behavior of visitors to 
Montana? Where on 
the spectrum of 1 to 
10 did you find them... 
1 (Environmentally Irresponsible) 39 3% 27 2% 
2 106 8% 60 4% 
3 124 10% 81 6% 
4 134 11% 114 8% 
5 285 22% 512 38% 
6 140 11% 220 16% 
7 197 16% 140 10% 
8 154 12% 110 8% 
9 29 2% 33 2% 
10 (Environmentally Responsible) 60 5% 65 5% 
Total 1268 100% 1362 100% 
    Mean = 5.44 Mean = 5.57 
 
Figure 3: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior – Environmental Responsibility 
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Residents reported similar assessments when comparing visitors’ sensitivity towards Montanans and 
their way of life. For the summer of 2020, residents reported a mean of 5.23 with the highest 
percentage of respondents (25%) selecting the mid-scale response of five. Similarly, residents reported a 
mean of 5.34 with respect to behavior from years past. Displayed below in Table 6 is a comparative 
breakdown of responses concerning visitors’ sensitivity to the Montana way of life. Figure 4 presents a 
graphical comparison of sensitivity data. 
 
Table 6: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior – Sensitivity to Montana Way of Life 
  
2020 (N) 
2020 
(%) 
Prior to 
2020 
(N) 
Prior to 
2020 
(%) 
How would you assess 
the general or overall 
behavior of visitors to 
Montana? Where on 
the spectrum of 1 to 10 
did you find them... 
1 (Insensitive to the MT way of life) 41 3% 21 2% 
2 98 8% 65 5% 
3 146 12% 135 11% 
4 140 11% 147 12% 
5 315 25% 371 30% 
6 158 13% 200 16% 
7 153 12% 131 11% 
8 98 8% 93 7% 
9 22 2% 20 2% 
10 (Sensitive to MT way of life) 65 5% 60 5% 
Total 1236 100% 1243 100% 
    Mean = 5.23 Mean = 5.34 
 
Figure 4: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior – Sensitivity to Montana Way of Life 
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Finally, residents were asked to assess visitors’ reasons for choosing Montana as a travel destination and 
whether or not they chose the state to escape COVID or were here to experience Montana. Overall, 
residents leaned toward the perception that visitors were here just to escape COVID, producing a mean 
of 4.55. Additionally, 46% of respondents chose a scale response of 4 or lower, with another 33% 
selecting the scale mid-point of five. Below in Table 7 is a breakdown of residents’ responses.  
 
Table 7: Residents' Perceptions of Visitor Behavior – Reason for Visit 
2020 N % 
During this past 
summer (2020), how 
would you assess the 
general or overall 
behavior of visitors to 
Montana? Where on 
the spectrum of 1 to 10 
did you find them... 
1 (Just here to escape COVID) 38 3% 
2 166 14% 
3 204 17% 
4 155 13% 
5 400 33% 
6 72 6% 
7 82 7% 
8 56 5% 
9 17 1% 
10 (Solely here to experience Montana) 37 3% 
Total 1227 100% 
Mean = 4.55 
  
Montana Travel Regions 
 
To further analyze differences between the summer of 2020 and years past, data were separated by the 
six Montana Travel Regions: Glacier Country, Southwest Montana, Central Montana, Yellowstone 
Country, Southeast Montana, and Missouri River Country (See Appendix B for map of travel regions). 
Results from the travel region data are similar to that of the overall results; perceptions of visitors’ 
behavior are generally positive albeit lower on average for the summer of 2020 compared to years past. 
This difference was true for every travel region, and every question, with two exceptions: in Southeast 
Montana, residents reported higher means (i.e., more positive perceptions) with respect to visitors’ 
environmental responsibility (+.28) and their sensitivity towards Montanans’ way of life (+.31).  
 
For the summer of 2020, Southeast Montana was the travel region with highest reported mean (7.20) 
regarding the perceived politeness of visitors, while Central Montana reported the lowest mean (6.24). 
The travel region that saw the biggest change between years past and the summer of 2020 was Central 
Montana, which saw its reported mean drop from 7.23 in years past to 6.24 for 2020. Results for all 
travel regions are presented below in Figure 5.  
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Figure 5: Perceptions by Montana Travel Region - Rude to Polite 
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Figure 6: Perceptions by Montana Travel Region - Impatient to Patient 
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Missouri River Country was again the travel region with highest reported mean (6.09) regarding visitors 
perceived environmental responsibility during the summer of 2020, while Central Montana again 
reported the lowest mean (4.96). Although it had the highest reported mean of all the travel regions, 
the region that saw the biggest change between years past and the summer of 2020 was Missouri River 
Country, which saw its reported mean drop from 6.64 to 6.09. However, as mentioned above, Southeast 
Montana saw its reported mean increase during the summer of 2020 compared to years past. Results 
for all travel regions are presented below in Figure 7.  
 
Figure 7: Perceptions by Montana Travel Region - Environmental Responsibility 
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Figure 8: Perceptions by Montana Travel Region - Sensitivity to Montana Way of Life 
 
Summary and Discussion 
 
Overall, this study shows that Montana residents held positive perceptions regarding tourists and their 
behavior in the state during the summer of 2020, as well as years past.  However, much like a recent 
Montana resident attitude report conducted by ITRR, there appears to be a downward trajectory to 
those positive perceptions when comparing visitors’ behavior during the summer of 2020 to their 
perceived behavior in the past.  
 
For the summer of 2020, Montana residents found tourists to be quite polite (x ̅= 6.71) and fairly patient 
(x ̅= 5.90), while being more ambivalent about visitors’ environmental responsibility (x ̅= 5.44) and their 
sensitivity to Montanans’ way of life (x ̅= 5.23). In addition, residents leaned towards holding a 
perception of visitors that they were just here to escape COVID rather than deciding to choose Montana 
solely to experience the state (x ̅= 4.55). However, when comparing residents’ perceptions of visitors’ 
behavior from the summer of 2020 to years past, this year residents held fewer positive perceptions of 
visitors than from years past indicating they were less polite (-.46), less patient (-.63), less 
environmentally responsible (-.13), and less sensitive to the Montana way of life (-.11).  
 
When analyzing the data by Montana Travel Regions, the travel regions held positive perceptions of 
visitors’ behavior for the summer of 2020, although perceptions were consistently lower for 2020 when 
compared to years past. For some travel regions, like Glacier Country and Central Montana, perceptions 
4.99
5.32
4.34
5.21
5.78
5.655.56 5.61
4.50
5.29
6.41
5.34
3.00
3.50
4.00
4.50
5.00
5.50
6.00
6.50
7.00
Glacier Southwest Central Montana Yellowstone Missouri River Southeast
M
e
an
Montana Travel Region
Sensitivity to the Montana Way of Life
2020 Prior to 2020
Montana Residents’ Perceptions of Visitors’ 
Behavior: The Summer of 2020 Compared to Years 
Past 
2020 
 
 
 
12 
of visitors’ behavior for 2020 were much lower relative to other travel regions, like Missouri River 
Country or Southeast Montana. In fact, Southeast Montana reported more positive perceptions of 
visitors’ environmental responsibility and their sensitivity to the Montana way of life in 2020 than in 
years past. This was the only travel region to experience a positive increase in any of the perceived 
behaviors when comparing 2020 to years prior.  
 
The results from this report seem to echo other recent findings from ITRR’s resident attitude report data 
in that perceptions of tourists’ behavior and attitudes towards tourism are still positive. However, when 
compared to years past, these perceptions and attitudes have declined, beginning in 2020. With so 
many Americans seeking opportunities for outdoor recreation as a result of COVID-19, Montana appears 
to have positioned itself as a travel destination that can offer a wide range of outdoor activities at 
minimal risk to one’s personal health. It could be the case that many people are simply venturing out 
into the great outdoors for the first time, lacking a proper visitor etiquette many Montana residents 
have come to expect from those who choose to travel to the state under more normal circumstances. 
Currently, there is no data available to indicate if visitors are in fact different from previous years, or if 
residents are simply perceiving them differently (i.e., are there actually more first-time visitors than 
usual, more first-time campers than usual, etc.). ITRR will continue to monitor these developments to 
determine if the current downward trajectory of resident attitudes and perceptions is a recurring trend, 
or if it is simply product of the unique circumstances brought on by COVID-19.  
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Appendix A:  Survey Questions 
 
Questions asked Q4 2020 
 
1. What Montana county do you live in? 
 
During this past summer (2020), how would you assess the general or overall behavior of visitors to 
Montana? where on the spectrum of 1 to 10 did you find them... 
 
2. Rude or polite 
 
3. Impatient or patient 
 
4. Environmentally irresponsible or environmentally responsible.  
 
5. Insensitive to the Montana way of life or Sensitive to the Montana way of life 
 
6. Just here to escape COVID or solely here to experience Montana 
 
In years past (prior to this summer), how would you assess the general or overall behavior of visitors to 
Montana on a 1 to 10 spectrum on the following... 
 
7. Rude or polite 
 
8. Impatient or patient 
 
9. Environmentally irresponsible or environmentally responsible.  
 
10. Insensitive to the Montana way of life or Sensitive to the Montana way of life 
 
11. May I please ask your age? 
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